An analysis of sperm function in cases of unexplained infertility: conventional criteria, movement characteristics, and fertilizing capacity.
A detailed analysis of semen quality was carried out in 85 couples with unexplained infertility by the use of conventional criteria of semen analysis, time-exposure photomicrography, and the zona-free hamster egg penetration test. According to the latter, 34.1% of the male partners exhibited evidence of defective sperm function, although only 4% of these patients were devoid of any demonstrable fertilizing capacity. Of the conventional parameters of semen analysis examined, the most revealing was the morphologic character of the sperm, which was significantly poorer (P less than 0.001) in the group with unexplained infertility than in the normal fertile control group and also showed a significant relationship (P less than 0.001) with the presence of subnormal fertilizing capacity in the hamster egg assay. A majority of movement characteristics measured by time-exposure photomicrography were significantly depressed in the group with unexplained infertility, compared with the normal fertile control group. In addition, certain of the movement characteristics investigated were significantly related to the fertilizing capacity of the spermatozoa; and, in this respect, a progressive swimming speed (greater than 25 micrometers/sec), a straight swimming mode of progression, and a small amplitude of lateral head displacement (Ah) all appeared to be important qualities.